
2021 STATE OF THE CITY ADDRESS 

Good Evening Ladies and Gentlemen 

Welcome to tonight’s meeting and my State of the City Address- 

This past year has certainly been a struggle in many ways for all of us having to deal with COVID and set 

up guidelines for helping keep our citizens safe in our community. 

Many events were cancelled this past year for safety reasons- no summer activities at the parks, no 

Bayfest for the Fall but, we were able to have an annual Christmas Parade and Tree lighting with safety 

measures set in place. COVID 19 waivers were initiated for events held at the city parks and ballfields 

covering the city for any liability issues. 

With guidelines in place, mask being worn, hand sanitizer being available and social distancing we 

managed to survive and bring the city back to some normalcy. The City Council was able to extend 

services for our water and sewer customers with no late fees or cut offs for a long period of time taking 

into consideration people who could not go to work and or their income being limited.  Even though we 

struggled through a tiring time we were able to continue our work and move Freeport forward with its 

extensive growth.  

In our Parks we were able to upgrade the landscaping at the pool and install a new Shade System at the 

Sports Complex and the City Pool even though we had to limit our activities at all the parks.   

Due to the growth development in Freeport in July of 2020 we interviewed and hired a new city planner 

Mr. Adam Williams who came in January this year to assist the planning department with all the 

development processes being submitted.  

Our budget for 2020-2021 was set by the city council at $16,672,350.00 and the mileage rate was kept 

at 4.7302. 

Approval was given to the three schools to use the City Hwy 331 Corridor logo- “Anchor Here Grow 

Here”, on T-shirts for staff members and the council approved an increase in the commercial water rate 

since the last increase was in 2005. The city council also implemented a new once in a lifetime 

adjustment for circumstances beyond the customers control for their water bills. The year 2020 also 

brought about a new way for doing business with the city by implementing a position for a City 

Manager. Mr. Charlie Simmons was selected to fill this position from August 2020 until January 2021 and 

at that time the council would take another look to move forward in January 2021. The council all 

agreed to extend Charlie Simmons position length until August 2021 and has since asked him to stay on 

permanently for an extended time.  

Travis Digges became the new Parks and Recreation Director at the time of Charlie Simmons promotion, 

and he continues to go above and beyond to make sure all our parks are kept in pristine conditions.  

The City of Freeport signed/received a new franchise agreement with Walton County giving us the 

opportunity to service 5 miles outside of the city limits and this agreement is now good until the year 

2050. 

Seat 4 Councilman Boots McCormick resigned from the city council and was elected the new County 

Commissioner for District #1 representing us on a county level. 



A forensic audit was completed for the city with finding from the firm that were a bit puzzling but, with 

the work of our city financial officer and city manager they were able to find the information that 

cleared up discrepancies found by the firm.  

This past year a beautification grant was issued to the city by the DOT for landscaping along highway 20 

and an application for Phase II for the Safe Route to Schools were submitted both bringing new 

improvements to our community. 

With the growth in our city, we are finding a large increase of students to attend our schools and the 

expansion of the Freeport Elementary is almost completed and plans are being made for a new middle 

school and the expansion of the high school and a new Freeport Transportation Facility is currently 

being built to help with the school buses and their maintenance. 

Our state representatives in Tallahassee Representative Brad Drake and Senator George Gainer held a 

delegation meeting a city hall in February of this year to listen what the citizens had to say and to get 

information on our strategic plans and project necessary to continue to move Freeport in the right 

direction. 

As Freeport continues its growth, we are always mindful of the infrastructure that needs to be improved 

and we are consistently searching for funding to complete the task. In helping the city with legislative 

matters and locating funding for various projects the city council renewed a contract with Liberty 

Partners of Tallahassee as our lobbyist and they are our ears and voice in many cases related to the City 

of Freeport. 

In working with the city engineers from a utilities standpoint- Hwy 83A East had watermain 

improvements with the installation of a new 12” water line to improve the existing water pressures and 

fire protection and support new growth along 83A and the US 331 SRF Phase I wastewater 

improvements we completed construction of a 2-year wastewater system improvement project 

consisting of two master lift stations and 3.5 miles of force main. On the Robinwood Watermain 

improvements we replaced undersized watermains with 1,300-ft of new 6” water main to improve 

pressure and support fire protection for existing residents. The wastewater treatment upgrade was 

designed and bid out and the city was able to secure $34,000,000 funding to cover the project cost 

through a low interest loan and grant with USDA, and construction will begin in July of 2021. We 

replaced undersized force mains on SR 20, South Jackson, and Jolly Bay Road with new larger force 

mains and we rehabilitated the Lafayette Creek Lift station on SR 20 to alleviate existing capacity issues 

and we are continuing the design of watermain improvements along US 331 from SR 20 to Lagrange 

Road with the US 331 North Sewer Expansion the design and permitting of sewer expansion along US 

331 from the City’s master lift station at Angler Dr.,(Riverwalk subdivision) to the US 331/Business 331 

intersection (Owl’s Head) – the construction of the 4 miles of sewer force main and two lift stations are 

to begin summer of this year. 

Also, in working with the engineers the Four Mile Creek Park the construction of a new watercraft 

loading/launching dock mirroring the existing one and the funding was through a grant with the Florida 

Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission and matching funds from the city. Barrier Free Park Phase I 

next door to the city hall was designed and bid the Phase I improvements, The land for this park was 

acquired by the city through a grant by the Florida Communities Trust. The Phase I improvements 

include the construction of a new roadway, parking, sidewalk, and stormwater improvements from the 



SR 20 intersection to the City’s Community Pool entrance and are the first phase of a 5- year program to 

implement improvements to the park site. Construction of Phase I is to begin in summer of 2021. With 

our roads the City and Walton County are working jointly on the construction of a new 68 ft. span bridge 

to cross Bear Creek. Permitting is complete and design is 60% complete. The project is being funded by a 

grant from the Legislature and with contributions by the City and County.  Designed, permitted, and 

currently constructing stormwater improvements and roadway widening along Washington Street and 

coordinating with Walton County to repave the roadway. Construction to be completed in July 2021. 

This year the city is planning a large celebration for Independence Day July 4th with a Parade, Cookout, 

and a spectacular Fireworks display, and we hope the citizens will come out and join in the celebration 

as we celebrate our freedom. 

This past year we have seen more volunteers from our community helping with various projects from 

the FHS Key Club repainting the anchor in the middle of town at the fountain to volunteers helping with 

the grounds of the Veteran’s Memorial and other citizens forming groups to help with the roadside 

trash- what a wonderful feeling to know that members of the community take pride in making Freeport 

look great and a great place to live. 

The Walton County TDC presented to the city council a new North Walton Bed Tax for areas north of the 

bay and after careful consideration they voted NO however, the item was placed on the ballot at the 

elections and the citizens voted yes so, each area, Freeport, Paxton and DeFuniak Springs will receive a 

percent of the tax which can be used for projects within our city.  

The city also implemented a Text my Gov Communication provider for the public and plans are being 

worked on for the Freeport Governmental complex to be joined with city hall and will include a new 

Library, Community Center and Walton County Sheriff’s Substation. A survey is to be implemented for 

input of what the old Library may become.  

On November 11, 2020- the annual Veteran’s Day Ceremony was held and 4 new monuments were 

unveiled completing the Memorial Garden.   

The City of Freeport received three awards this past year- the Gene Wright Municipal Resilient Award 

from the Northwest Florida League of Cities and The City of the Year Award from the Veterans Vouture 

Locale and the state of Florida- City of the Year Award from the same state organization. We were 

nominated for the national award which is to be presented in the latter part of 2021. This award is 

based on our beautiful Veteran’s Memorial Gardens located beside city hall honoring veterans.  

With continuous hard work and dedication from the city council we will continue the right path to make 

Freeport one of the best places to live in the state of Florida. Our city remains strong, and our dedicated 

council has worked hard over the past year to make Freeport a better place to live, and I am extremely 

proud of our accomplishments- I appreciate the opportunity to serve you and look forward to our bright 

future. God bless America and God bless the City of Freeport. 

 

Russ Barley, Mayor 


